
Pertussis (Whooping Cough) 
  

What is pertussis (whooping cough)?  
Pertussis is a contagious respiratory disease caused by bacteria. Pertussis can cause very 
severe illness in younger children, but also causes illness in older children and adults. 
Children can get pneumonia and occasionally inflammation of the brain from pertussis. 
In rare cases (1 out of 200), pertussis can cause death (especially in children less than one 
year of age).  
 
What are the symptoms of pertussis?  
The symptoms of pertussis usually occur in two stages. The first stage begins like a cold, 
with a runny nose, sneezing, and possibly a low-grade fever. The second stage of 
pertussis includes uncontrolled coughing spells. When a child breathes in, they give a 
whooping noise. The second stage can last for 6 – 10 weeks.  

Infants under 6 months:  
Sometimes their symptoms are different. Small infants may stop breathing for a 
period of time. Also, they may not have a whoop. Infants that are not fully 
immunized have the most severe disease and many will require hospitalization.  
Older children and adults:  
In adults, pertussis starts like a cold, with a runny nose, sneezing, low-grade fever, 
and cough. Then it turns into bronchitis, which is raspy, hoarse coughing. This 
can last for weeks. The coughing spells may be so bad that the person can’t sleep 
and may vomit.  

 
Who gets pertussis?  
Anyone can get pertussis. Infants and young children usually get the disease from an 
older brother or sister or an adult who may have a coughing illness. Vaccinated children 
are protected from severe disease until the age of 7.  
 
How is pertussis spread?  
The bacteria that cause pertussis are found in the mouths, noses, and throats of infected 
people. The bacteria are spread in the air by droplets produced during sneezing or 
coughing. Pertussis is very contagious and most unvaccinated people living in a 
household will get the disease. Once a person is exposed, it takes seven to ten days before 
the first symptoms appear.  
 
How long can a person spread pertussis?  
Pertussis is very contagious during the early stage of the illness and becomes less 
contagious by the end of three weeks. Antibiotics will shorten the contagious period of 
the illness. 
 
How is pertussis diagnosed?  
A physician suspects pertussis when someone has the symptoms described above. A 
sample of mucus from the back of the nose must be taken during the early stage of the 
illness in order to find the bacteria. Laboratory tests can be done on the sample to identify 
the bacteria.  



How is pertussis treated?  
Infants younger than six months of age and persons with severe cases often require 
hospitalization. Severe cases may require oxygen and mild sedation to help control 
coughing spells. Antibiotics may make the illness less severe if started early. Generally, if 
a person is exposed to pertussis, specific antibiotics may help prevent the disease.  
 
How can pertussis be prevented?  
A series of shots given to children in early infancy can reduce the symptoms and prevent 
the severe side effects of pertussis. Pertussis vaccine is given at two, four, six, and 15 
months of age, and again when a child enters school. At least 3-4 doses are necessary to 
protect a child from pertussis. This vaccine can be given up until the age of 7. 
 
There are several new vaccines that are available for children and adults ages 10-64.  The 
new vaccine is recommended for children aged 11-12 in place of the tetanus-diphteria 
(Td) booster typically given to adolescents.  The Centers for Disease Control 
recommends that adults from 19-64 be vaccinated with the new pertussis vaccine when 
they receive tetanus boosters. 
 
Prompt use of antibiotics may be helpful in limiting other cases. Antibiotics should be 
given to exposed individuals at high risk of developing severe disease, for example 
infants under the age of 1, pregnant women. Unvaccinated children (under the age of 7) 
who were exposed to known cases of pertussis should be excluded from school or day 
care for 21 days.  Known cases of pertussis should be excluded from school or day care 
for 14 days or for 5 days after the initiation of appropriate antibiotic treatment. 
 
Where can I get further information?  
- Your personal doctor  
- Your local health department, listed in your telephone directory  
- The Utah Department of Health, Immunization Program (801) 538-9450 or the Office 
of Epidemiology (801) 538-6191.  
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